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When Two People Stayed And I Had To Decide
About the Author

[image: ]


SankulaHub is a pen name that stands for quiet, complicated hearts and the impossible choices they are forced to make. Writing contemporary romance that feels like it could be happening in the apartment next door, SankulaHub creates stories where the stakes are emotional rather than flashy, where the loudest scenes are often two people in a room finally saying the truth they have avoided for years.

Every story begins with a single question: what does it really cost to choose love honestly? From second chances to slow-burn friendships that cross invisible lines, from office hallways to small-town streets, the focus is always the same. The characters are allowed to be messy and brave and wrong and hopeful, often in the same chapter, and they are never punished for wanting more from their own lives.

SankulaHub’s worlds are filled with everyday details: mugs left on kitchen counters, unread messages, half-finished playlists, the way someone lingers just a little too long after saying goodbye. These small things are treated with the weight they deserve, because that is where love usually announces itself, not in grand speeches, but in the moments we almost overlook. The novels are written to feel intimate and lived-in, so that the reader can see their own questions reflected back at them.

Above all, SankulaHub believes romance is not about perfect people. It is about people who are scared, who have history, who have made promises they do not know how to keep, and who still dare to hope for something truer. Every book is an invitation to sit with them while they figure it out.
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Dedication
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For anyone who has ever stood in a doorway and realised that walking toward one person meant walking away from someone who had never once left. May you forgive yourself for not knowing the answer immediately, and may you choose the kind of love that lets you stay honest with yourself.
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Cast Snapshot – Meet the Hearts
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Maren Blake
Twenty-eight, a crisis counsellor at a community centre in the harbour town of Greybridge. Careful on the outside, stubbornly loyal on the inside. She is the one everyone calls when something falls apart, yet she has spent years avoiding the wreckage of her own almost-choices. Maren has built a life around being needed, not necessarily around being seen.
Caleb Rhodes
Thirty, high school literature teacher and advisor for the school theatre club. He is Maren’s long-term partner, the person who showed up once and simply never stopped showing up. Steady hands, patient silences, and a quiet belief that the life they have built in Greybridge is enough. Caleb has roots in the town and in Maren, and he believes a good life is made from small consistencies.
Jonah Mercer
Twenty-nine, documentary filmmaker and freelance videographer who once left Greybridge with a backpack and a one-way ticket. Years ago he was almost everything to Maren and then he disappeared, swallowing their almost-story into airports and missed calls. Now he is back in town for a project about the harbour and is unexpectedly, inconveniently unwilling to stay on the edges of Maren’s life.
Evelyn Blake
Maren’s older sister, a single mother and nurse who works night shifts at the local hospital. She has watched Maren choose everyone else’s safety over her own heart for years, and she is quietly determined that this time her sister does not run away from the hardest questions.
Luca Navarro
Caleb’s colleague and closest friend, the art teacher who understands how much Caleb has invested in a future with Maren. He recognises the risk of holding on too tightly to someone who is drifting and tries to remind Caleb that love cannot be forced into staying still.
These are the people in the room when the question finally refuses to be ignored. Two of them make it clear they are not leaving. One of them will have to decide what staying actually means.
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Introduction: The Night No One Left
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The night everything stopped being theoretical, the rain had already been falling for hours. It drummed against the windows of my apartment in a restless, uneven rhythm, pooling in the corners of the balcony and streaming down the glass until the town outside looked blurred and far away. The storm had rolled in from the harbour just after sunset, swallowing Greybridge in low cloud and sheets of water, shutting the world in early.

Inside, my living room lamp threw a soft, tired light across familiar things. The pale sofa Caleb and I had chosen on a discount weekend. The bookshelf that still held the travel guides I had bought years ago and never used. The mug with a chipped handle sitting on the coffee table, leaving a faint ring on the wood. It was the room where my life looked settled and decided, if you did not know how many times I had stood in it lately and thought, is this actually mine or something I drifted into while I was busy helping everyone else.

On the coffee table, between my mug and the remote I had not touched, lay two phones. Mine, face down, a small act of cowardice. Jonah's screen cracked on the corner, buzzing every now and then with messages he did not look at. The apartment hummed with the electricity of things unsaid.

Jonah was standing by the window, one hand braced on the frame, watching the rain. The storm light turned his reflection into a faint double in the glass, a ghost layered over the street. He had dropped his camera bag by the door when he came in, the strap still twisted from the way he had taken it off in a hurry. His hair was damp, curling slightly at the edges, and his hoodie was darkened where the rain had caught him. The familiarity of the sight hit a place in me I had carefully starved of oxygen for years.

Behind me, in the kitchen doorway, Caleb was filling the silence with small, practical kindnesses. The kettle had boiled twice already. He was refilling the pot on the stove with water, checking the gas, moving in that unhurried way that had once made me feel safe simply because he did not rush me for words before I was ready. He wore an old grey t-shirt and jeans, his hair pushed back off his forehead in the way it always was after a long day at school. His presence was an ache I had carried without naming it.

There they were. The man who had never left, who had painted Saturday mornings and shared bills and quiet winter evenings beside me. And the man who had once been all future and possibility, who had asked me to come with him, who had watched me hesitate and then turned away with a dull finality that had left me hollow. The storm had brought them into the same room, and for the first time, I was not allowed to pretend they belonged in separate stories.

An hour earlier, this apartment had held only one of them.

Caleb had arrived first, like he always did, five minutes earlier than he said he would. He had let himself in with the key he still kept on his ring, shaking the rain from his jacket on the mat, apologising for the weather as if it were somehow his fault. He had noticed the envelope on the table near the door, the official one with the community centre letterhead, and his eyes had flicked over it in that quick teacher’s way, reading without meaning to. He had not said anything then. He had just bent down, kissed my forehead, and asked how my day at the centre had been.

I had meant to tell him tonight that I had applied for something. A year-long position in another city, running a pilot programme for crisis intervention in a hospital setting. It had started as a what-if, a late-night search on my laptop. A quiet rebel thought maybe I could get out of the loop of my days here. I had filled the form in the dim light of my bedroom, hands shaking as if I were doing something forbidden. I had not yet told him I had been offered an interview.

And then Jonah had knocked on the door.

The sound had cut through Caleb’s gentle questions and the distant rumble of thunder. A specific, familiar knock, three short raps and one longer, the pattern he had used in another life when we were twenty-two and our whole world had been the peeling paint of the old building we had both lived in, a knock that had once meant, I brought coffee, I brought a joke, I brought you a reason to stall the actual work you should be doing. My chest had tightened involuntarily.

Caleb had looked at me, brow lifting. It was not late, but it was storm-dark, and we were not expecting anyone. For a second, I had considered pretending I had not heard it. The knock came again, a little more urgent this time.

“I will get it,” I had said, the words coming out thinner than I wanted.

When I opened the door, the corridor light had thrown Jonah into sharp relief. Hood up, duffel bag slung over one shoulder, camera case crossbody, eyes lined with the kind of tiredness that did not come from the short walk from the harbour to my building. It came from airports and overnight buses and the particular weight of coming back somewhere you had once promised yourself you would not return to unless everything was different.

We had seen each other, in passing, in the weeks since he came back to Greybridge for his documentary. At the harbour, at the community centre when he came to talk about filming interviews, at Evelyn’s when he dropped off footage for the hospital’s fundraising campaign. We nodded, exchanged the kind of polite, careful sentences you use with someone who used to know your favourite songs and now only knows your official titles.

But we had not been alone. Not properly. Not like this.

“Hi,” he had said, water dripping off the edge of his hood onto the mat.

Behind me, I had felt the air in the apartment shift, Caleb straightening from where he had been leaning against the counter. His voice had floated in, wary but not unkind.

“Is that Jonah?”

For a breath, I had stood between them, doorway framing one, the kitchen framing the other, my hands gripping the wood so tightly my knuckles had ached.

“Yes,” I had answered. “He, ah. He said he needed to talk about something for the harbour project.”

That had been the plan. Or at least half-truth I had prepared. Jonah had texted that morning, a short message that had moved slowly through my day like a bee trapped in the room, small but impossible to ignore.

Can we talk properly? No cameras. Just us. Before I leave.

I had spent the afternoon at the centre imagining the conversation. A neat ending, perhaps. An apology we never quite finished giving each other. A closing of the door on the part of me that had stayed waiting long after I pretended I had moved on. He was leaving at the end of the week. We would tie off the loose threads, and I would go back to the life I was building with Caleb without the ghost of Jonah’s maybe hovering at the edges.

He was not supposed to show up with a bag big enough for a weekend.

He had stepped inside when I moved out of the doorway, pulling his hood down, blinking into the warmer light of the apartment. His gaze had collided with Caleb’s over my shoulder. For a second, they had both just looked at each other, two men who knew they had been written into the same chapter even if neither had agreed to it.

“Hey,” Jonah had said, voice lower, more careful.

“Hey,” Caleb had replied, setting the mug he had been holding onto the counter with a soft clink. “The storm looks bad.”

“The harbor closed early. Power went out at the hostel. They are moving people into the gym at the school for the night,” Jonah had explained, pushing wet hair off his forehead. “I was halfway here anyway. I thought...” He had trailed off, eyes flicking to me, asking questions he did not want to voice in front of Caleb.

I had filled the gap with something safe. “You thought you would drop by on the way to the school.”

“Yes,” he had agreed after a beat, even though we both knew it was not the whole truth.

The storm had grown louder while we spoke, wind pushing against the building, thunder rolling closer. The lights had flickered once, then held. Somewhere nearby, a car alarm chirped and died. Greybridge closed in such weather. The roads up toward the cliff estate districts were notorious for heavy rain. The bridge past the harbour sometimes flooded.

“You cannot go back out in this,” Caleb had said finally, practical as always. “You will get stuck on the road before you reach school." Stay until it calms down. If the power goes out here, at least we have candles and blankets.”

The invitation had landed in the centre of the room like a stone dropping into water. It was not casual. It was not careless. It was a choice Caleb was making in full knowledge of who Jonah had once been to me.

Jonah had watched him for a moment, measuring. “I do not want to intrude,” he had said, which was the polite version of this that feels like a boundary I do not know if I am allowed to cross.

“If Maren is fine with it, I am fine with it,” Caleb had replied, looking at me over the rim of the mug he had picked up again. “The roads are not safe. It is one night.”

There were a dozen things I could have said then. I could have insisted Jonah go to the school anyway, that the town had plans for weather like this, that it was no trouble to drive him there before it got worse. I could have pretended I had an early shift and needed sleep, that I was too tired for company. I could have done the sensible, clean, distance-making thing.

Instead, I had heard myself tell them both, “Stay. It does not make sense for anyone to be on the road right now.”

Anyone. As if there were more than the two to consider. As if my heart were not already reacting to the room like a muscle bracing for impact.

That was how we had ended up here, an hour later, with the storm grinding on outside and the three of us occupying the same small space, the air thick with memories and unfinished conversations. The kettle had boiled and been forgotten. My interview letter lay under the corner of a magazine, as if hiding it from sight could erase the fact that it existed.

“So,” Jonah said now, pulling me back to the present as he turned away from the rain. “About why I came by.”

Caleb’s hand tightened around his mug. He did not move closer, but the entire line of his body angled in our direction. I sat on the edge of the sofa, fingers tangled in the hem of my sweater, acutely aware that there was no version of this talk that did not land on the raw edge of something.

“Maybe we should start with why you are leaving again,” I said, the words coming out more brittle than I intended. “Your message sounded like you had already decided.”

He studied me for a moment, then lowered himself into the armchair across from the sofa, leaning forward with his forearms on his knees. The posture was familiar. It was how he had sat once on the floor of my old room when he told me he had booked that one-way ticket, when everything between us hinged on whether I would say the word yes.

“I did decide,” he admitted. “The project is wrapped. I have another job lined up in Lisbon. Flights booked, room deposit paid. It made sense.” He glanced briefly at Caleb, then back to me. “Except I kept filming this town, this harbour, these people, and you kept appearing in frames you did not know you were in. And every time I walked past this building and did not knock, it felt like I was stealing time from us and pretending it did not count.”

The room suddenly felt too small. The storm, the walls, the way his voice dropped on the word us. Behind me, I could feel Caleb’s gaze on the side of my face like a touch he was not sure he was allowed to make.

“I thought we agreed there was no us,” I said quietly.

“We agreed there was no one that could survive me leaving like I did,” he corrected, equally quiet. “I never said I stopped...” He broke off, pressing his lips together, and for once I was grateful he did not finish the sentence. Some things, spoken aloud in this room, would have been impossible to step around.

Caleb set his mug down. The soft sound was louder than it should have been. When he spoke, his voice was calm, in that precise way that told me he had taken a breath first and arranged his words carefully.

“I think we should all be honest tonight,” he said. “If Jonah has something he needs to say, I would rather hear it with you than wonder what it was from the outside. We are not children. We can handle a conversation.”

It was such a Caleb thing to say that my throat tightened. He had never demanded that I erase the past to make our present more comfortable. He had accepted that there was a before-him, that some of its shadows would always stretch into our now. What he had never asked was whether I wanted a future that did not look like the one we had slowly built.

“I do not want to hurt you,” Jonah told him, and then, almost in the same breath, turned to me and added, “Either of you. That is the truth.”

“I think we passed the point where none of us got hurt years ago,” I replied. “So maybe we stop pretending this can be painless and at least make it honest.”

The words hung there, heavier than the storm.

Honest.

It was what I asked my clients daily. Sit in a small office at the community centre, hands wrapped around paper cups of bad coffee, and tell me the truth you have not said out loud to anyone else. I could hold their sorrow and shame and fear for them, steady and without judgement, but I had never applied that same insistence to my own life with the same discipline.

Jonah leaned back, exhaling slowly. “When I left, I told myself I was doing you a favour. That would make things easier for you. You had roots here, family here, work that mattered here. I was the one burning to leave. I made it sound like a clean choice because I was too afraid to say I was leaving out of fear, not courage. Every time I send you a postcard I never mailed, every time I start to type your name and then erase it, I realise I did not give you a choice. I just took myself – and us – out of the equation.”

The mention of postcards I had never seen made my chest twist. Somewhere around the world there were little rectangles of almost-contact with my name on them in a handwriting I once knew better than my own. I wanted to ask him where they were, whether he kept them in a shoebox under some stranger’s bed, but there were larger things pressing against the edges of the moment.

“What changed?” I asked.

“You did,” he said simply. “Or maybe I finally let myself see that you had. You built something here that is yours, not just something you inherited or fell into. You chose work that tears you apart and you stay anyway. You chose him.” He nodded toward Caleb, and the acknowledgement was not casual. “And when I watched you at the harbour filming the volunteers last week, the way you were with that kid who would not make eye contact, the way you stayed after everyone else left, it hit me that I have been telling myself a story about you that is outdated. I kept you frozen at twenty-two in my head. That is not fair. You have grown. So have I. I did not want to leave again without at least asking if there was a different version of us that could exist now.”

The room was so quiet I could hear the rain hitting the balcony railings, the faint buzz of the fridge, my own pulse in my ears.

Caleb swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing. “And where do I fit into this different version?” he asked, and the question was so level it made my eyes sting. “Because from where I am standing, there is a life here already, one I have fought for and chosen and loved. I do not want to lose Maren. But I also do not want to be the person she stays with because it was easier, or because I happened to be here when she was too tired to start over.”

He looked at me then, and in his eyes I saw all the years between us. The late nights marking papers at my coffee table, the hospital waiting room when Evelyn’s daughter had pneumonia, the quiet Tuesdays when we had done nothing monumental except occupy the same space, and how it had been enough.

“Maren,” he said softly. “I will stay. Through this conversation, through whatever mess we have to walk through. I am not leaving because it is uncomfortable. I made my choice long ago. I choose you. I just need to know if you are choosing me, or if you have been waiting for the chance to run toward something you did not let yourself have.”

The storm rattled the windows. Jonah’s jaw tensed. My lungs felt too small.

There it was. Not a tidy either-or placed neatly before me, but a raw, tangled truth. Two people who, in their own flawed ways, were choosing to stay. One who had been staying all along, one who had come back when it would have been easier to stay away.

I had spent years organising other people’s crises, drawing diagrams of options on scrap paper in my office, telling them that clarity rarely arrived before the decision. It usually came after, in the quiet space you made for it. Now the diagrams were in my own chest, lines crisscrossing between what I owed, what I wanted, what I was afraid of, and what kind of person I wanted to be when I looked back on this night.

I realised, with a hollow, ringing certainty, that there were no more delays left. Life had conspired to put us here, together, with the storm making sure none of us could walk away easily.

“When two people stayed and I had to decide,” I thought, the words forming in my mind with the bleak clarity of a line you know will follow you for years. This was the moment that sentence was born. Not on a page, not in some distant hindsight, but right here in the cramped glow of my living room lamp, with my interview letter hidden under a magazine and the people who represented two different futures waiting for me to speak.

I looked from Caleb to Jonah, from the life I had to the life I had never fully allowed myself to imagine, and realised that, for once, there was no way to avoid answering my own question.

The introduction to my story, it turned out, was not a neat prologue. It was this storm-soaked night in Greybridge, the moment when no one left and I understood that the only person who could move anything forward was me.
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Chapter 1 – The Letter I Didn’t Mean To Hide
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By the time the storm dragged itself into a thin, grey morning, none of us had slept. The rain had eased from furious to exhausted, but it still whispered against the windows, a steady hiss that filled the quiet pockets between words. My living room looked as if three different versions of my life had briefly collided there and then frozen, waiting for orders.

Caleb had fallen silent sometime around two a.m., after we had circled through the same arguments enough times that the sentences lost their edges. He was sitting on the far end of the sofa now, elbows on his knees, fingers laced together as if he were physically holding himself in place. His eyes were rimmed red, not because he had cried—he almost never did—but because he had spent hours forcing his voice to stay calm when it wanted to fracture.

Jonah was in the armchair opposite, head tipped back against the cushion, gaze fixed on the ceiling. From a distance he could have passed for someone dozing, but the line of his jaw and the way his right hand kept flexing against the armrest betrayed him. On the coffee table, a mug sat near his knee, the tea cold and untouched. He had rolled his sleeves up, revealing the faint lines of old camera strap marks around his wrists, skin permanently indented by the work he had chosen.

I sat between them on the sofa, one cushion away from Caleb, facing the window. The lamp on the side table was still on, throwing a pool of warm light across the room that felt disconnected from the pale, washed-out dawn outside. I could see the harbour from here when the weather was clear, the cranes and masts like a jagged second skyline, but this morning it was only a smear behind the mist.

At some point in the thick of the night, the envelope had slid out from under the magazine. It was lying on the table now, pale and official, my name printed neatly on the front. The flap was already torn; the letter inside folded back into shapes that no longer quite matched its original crease, as if I had opened and refolded it enough times to make the paper remember my indecision.

It was almost absurd that a few sheets of paper could hold as much tension as the presence of the two men in the room, but there it was, quiet and heavy, just as responsible for the squeeze in my chest as anything either of them had said.

“You are going to be late for your first session,” Caleb said eventually, his voice rough. “You hate arriving after your clients. You always say it throws the whole hour off.”

He was right. On most mornings, I insisted on being at the community centre early enough to make the room feel ready. I would straighten chairs that did not need straightening, check the box of tissues on the table, refill the water jug even if it was still mostly full. Those small rituals helped me shift into the part of myself that belonged to that space—the version of me that could hold other people’s chaos with some kind of steady hands.

Now, the idea of sitting in that tiny office with someone else’s crisis in front of me felt impossible. I could not imagine saying, tell me how you are really feeling, when my own emotions were jammed in my throat like fragments.

“I can call in sick,” I said, though it landed weakly. I rarely took days off. The last time had been when Evelyn’s car had broken down and she needed someone to watch her daughter while she wrangled the garage. Before that, I could not even remember.

Caleb watched me carefully. “Is that what you want?” he asked. “Or is that what you are saying because you do not know what you want yet?”

A small, bitter laugh caught in my chest. “You picked a hell of a night to start quoting my own lines back at me.”

He did not smile. “I am not trying to be clever, Maren. I am trying to give you space you will actually use. If you go in and spend the whole day pretending you’re fine, you are just postponing this conversation. And we both know it will not be easier later.”

Jonah shifted in his chair, leaning forward, elbows on his thighs as he looked between us. “I can leave,” he offered quietly. “Now that the rain is lighter, I can walk to the school or grab a cab. You two can take the day and I will get out of the way. I meant what I said, I did not come here to blow everything up.”

His eyes found mine as he said it. There was something of an apology, but also something stubborn. He was not pretending his arrival had changed anything. He was simply refusing to pretend that the change was entirely deliberate.

“If you leave right now,” I said, surprising myself with the steadiness in my voice, “we both know what will happen. We will say we will talk later. We will postpone and soften and let life’s noise drown this out, and in a month I will find your documentary online and wonder what would have happened if we had not flinched from the hard part. I am tired of wondering what would have happened if.”

The admission sat between us like a dropped glass, sharp-edged and unable to be walked around without noticing.

Jonah’s gaze held mine. “Then what do you need from me now?” he asked. “Concrete. Not in ten years, not in some hypothetical. Right now, this morning, after this night.”

The question startled me because of how simple it was. I was used to the soft edges of therapy language, to phrases like processing, integrating, allowing. Jonah’s words were not clinical. They were stubbornly practical.

I thought of all the things I could request if I let myself. I could ask him to stay in Greybridge longer, to put Lisbon on hold and give us a chance to see who we were to each other now without the shadow of departure. I could ask him to walk away completely, to stop orbiting my life like a satellite I pretended not to track. I could ask him to read the letter on the table and tell me whether he saw me in that future or if I was just trying to outrun a decision by changing postcodes.

“I need you to tell me the truth about what you are actually offering,” I said, choosing my words slowly. “Last time, you offered me a plane ticket and a life you did not know how to describe beyond ‘not here.’ It sounded like freedom and chaos and possibility and a thousand tiny ways to fall apart. I refused, and then I spent years wondering if I was a coward. If you ask me to choose you now, what does that mean? In real terms. Not romantic ones.”

He flinched a little, as if I had hit a nerve, but he nodded. “That is fair,” he admitted. He scrubbed a hand over his face, the stubble there rasping softly. “The truth is, I do not have a neat answer yet. The job in Lisbon is real. It is good. It is the kind of opportunity I have been chasing for years. But the last few weeks here have made me question whether the way I have been living—project to project, country to country—is actually still what I want for the next decade. I am not asking you to throw everything away for a fantasy. I am asking whether there is a version of the future where I plant my feet somewhere on purpose, and whether that somewhere could be with you. I do not know the exact job title or postcode yet. I just know I am finally willing to reconsider what I used to treat as non-negotiable.”

Caleb exhaled slowly, as if each word were pressing against a bruise. “And in that version,” he said, voice careful, “what happens to the life she has built here? Her work? Her family? The people at the centre who rely on her? Are they just background extras in your story again?”

Jonah’s shoulders tightened. “No,” he answered, more sharply than before. “That is exactly what I am saying. I used to think the only way to live was to burn everything down and start fresh somewhere new. Now I am wondering if there is a way to build something without tearing another thing apart just to prove I am brave enough. I am not suggesting we ignore everything she has here. I am asking if we can factor it in this time instead of pretending it is a problem to solve.”

They were not just talking to each other anymore. They were both talking about me, about my life, my work, my family, but also about themselves, about what kind of men they wanted to be. It was disorienting to watch them intersect like this, two storylines I had kept separate now tugging at the same knots.

“Can you both stop arguing about me like I am not in the room?” I said quietly. “If I have spent years doing anything, it is standing in the middle of other people’s storms and asking them to speak directly to each other. The least we can do is follow my own script.”

Silence followed, but it was different this time. Not avoidance. Something closer to recalibration.

Caleb sat back, rubbing his thumb over the inside of his wrist in a small, grounding gesture I recognised from his classroom stories. “All right,” he said. “Then let me say this directly to you, Maren. I do not want you to stay with me out of gratitude. Or a habit. Or fear of hurting me. I love the life we have, even on the invisible days. I love the way our Tuesday nights look like nothing special and yet both of us would notice if they were gone. I think we could build a future that keeps deepening instead of just repeating. I see you in this town, in my classroom, in my friends’ lives, woven in in ways you do not even realise. I want to marry you. Not sometime when things feel less complicated. I have wanted that for a while. I just did not want to ask while you were still haunted by someone who refused to stay.”

The word hit me like a physical touch.

Marry.

Unspectacular, uncinematic, spoken in a worn grey t-shirt in my slightly messy apartment, with someone else sitting ten feet away and a letter on the table between us. Not a grand gesture, no ring produced from a pocket or elaborate surprise. Just the plain, steady truth from a man who had been building his life around this answer without forcing my timeline.

Tears pierced the corners of my eyes before I could stop them. “You were going to propose?” I asked, voice thin.

He nodded once. “I was waiting for the right moment,” he said. “But I think I might have waited too long. Or maybe life just chose a more chaotic backdrop than I would have picked.”

Jonah looked down at his hands, jaw clenched. It was not lost on him that the word marry drew a line in the room he could not pretend not to see.

“And you,” I said, turning to Jonah with more rawness than I meant to show. “What are you offering me, specifically? Not just a feeling, Jonah. A feeling is not enough anymore. I am not twenty-two and dazzled by departure boards. If I choose you, what am I choosing?”

He met my eyes, no flinching now. “You are choosing a man who is finally willing to stay,” he said. “Who is willing to look at a job offer in Lisbon and say, maybe not, if it means building something real here with you. You are choosing late apologies and imperfect timing and a lot of learning on my part, because I have spent years practicing leaving and almost none practicing staying. But you are also choosing someone who knows exactly what it feels like to regret not leaping when you had the chance. I cannot promise you we will never fight or that I will never screw up. I can promise you that I will not disappear again when it gets hard. If I go somewhere, it will be because we decided together that it makes sense for both of us, not because I am chasing a story I am too afraid to finish.”

It was the first time I had heard him say the word stay in relation to his own life without contempt. He treated it like a possibility instead of a compromise, and that shift did not go unnoticed.

“I do not know how to choose between ‘steady’ and ‘finally willing to stay’,” I admitted. “It feels like the cruelest experiment, to be handed both at the same time and told to pick. And I do not want to reduce either of you to those single descriptions. You are more than that.”

As soon as the words left my mouth, I realised that this was the real knot: not just the men themselves, but what they represented inside me. With Caleb, I had learned that stability could be gentle instead of suffocating. With Jonah, I had learned that wanting more was not inherently selfish. Both lessons had saved me in different ways. I did not know who I was without them.

Evelyn’s voice echoed in my head, from a conversation weeks ago when she had caught me staring too long at an old photo on my phone, one where Jonah’s arm was slung around my shoulders and I was laughing, head thrown back. She had let me spiral through all the what-ifs and then said, in that uncomplicated older sister voice of hers, “At some point, you have to decide whether you are building a life or preserving options.”

I looked down at the letter, fingers reaching out to straighten it again. The hospital logo at the top smudged ever so slightly from where a drop of water had hit it. Maybe from the storm. Maybe from my fingers.

“Can I say something that is going to sound selfish?” I asked, surprised by how hoarse my voice was.

Both of them nodded. For a second it was almost comical, the synchronicity of it.

“I do not want to make this decision based on either of you,” I said. “Not entirely, anyway. For years, my life has been a reaction to other people’s emergencies. My clients, my family, your departures, your steady kindness. I am always the response, never the initial choice. This job opportunity... It is the first thing I have wanted that did not start with someone else’s crisis. I applied to that programme because I saw a way to grow, to learn, to stretch beyond this town without erasing it. The interview is in three weeks. If I take it, if I get it, it will change my days in ways I cannot yet predict.”

I swallowed, forcing myself to meet their eyes one at a time. “I think I need to decide who I am, separate from who I am to you, before I can decide which kind of partnership I want. And that might mean asking both of you for something unfair.”

Caleb’s lips pressed together. “What is the unfair thing?” he asked, though I suspected he already half knew.

“I need time,” I said. “Not the endless, indefinite kind I have taken by default until now. A specific stretch. Until the interview. Until I know whether this job is actually on the table. I need to go into that room as my own person, not as someone’s almost-fiancée or someone else’s second-chance almost. I need you both to let me be selfish enough to figure out what I want my work and my days to look like, so that when I choose, I am not just choosing between you; I am choosing the version of myself I want to live with.”

The silence that followed was deeper than before. This was no longer what they offered. It was about what I was asking for—breathing room in a storm that had already soaked all of us.

“That does sound unfair,” Jonah said eventually, his tone oddly gentle. “Because what you are really asking is for us to stand still while you figure yourself out, knowing you might come back and say there is no place for one of us in that future. Or either of us.”

“Yes,” I admitted. “It is selfish and scary and maybe the only honest thing I have left to request.”

Caleb leaned back, tilting his head against the back of the sofa, looking at the ceiling for a long moment before closing his eyes. When he spoke, his voice was softer than I had heard it all night.

“I have spent years watching you take care of everyone else,” he said. “Students who show up at my classroom door because they trust you more than the official counsellor at school. Clients who spill over our weekends because you cannot stop thinking about whether they have someone checking on them. Evelyn, when she was working nights and falling apart in the gaps. Me, when I burned out last year and pretended I was fine. I have watched you empty yourself until you were running on fumes. Every time I tried to get you to stop, you said you would take care of yourself ‘once things calmed down.’ They never did. So if you are finally saying you need to be selfish for a bit... as much as it terrifies me, I do not know how to pretend I am against that.”

He opened his eyes and looked at me. They were wet now, and he did not look away. “I will give you the time,” he said. “Until the interview. Until you know. I cannot promise I will not be afraid every day of what answer you will arrive at. But I can promise I will not guilt you into rushing.”

Something in my chest, tight and coiled all night, loosened just enough for air to move through.

I turned to Jonah.

“And you?” I asked.

He let out a breath that sounded like it had been sitting just under his ribs for hours. “I hate the idea,” he said, completely honest. “Every part of me that has lived on deadlines and departures wants a clear answer, now, even if it hurts. But the part of me that has grown up enough to walk back into this town knowing I did damage before... that part knows you are right. I have no right to demand your decision on my schedule, especially when I am the one who bailed on the last big choice. So... yes. I will wait. I will not take the Lisbon job without talking to you. I will stick around at least until your interview is done. And if your answer at the end is that you need a clean break from both of us to figure yourself out, I will try like hell to respect that.”

The relief that flowed through me was messy, tangled with guilt and gratitude, but it was real. They were giving me something I had never asked for because I had convinced myself I was not allowed to want it: time that was mine.

I nodded, throat too tight to trust my voice for a moment. When I did manage words, they came out low but steady.

“Thank you,” I said. “Both of you. I know what I am asking is not small.”

“It is not,” Caleb agreed. “But neither is what you are trying to decide.”

Jonah glanced at the clock on the wall. “Your first session starts in forty minutes,” he reminded me gently. “You should shower. Eat something. Decide if you still want to call in sick.”

He was right. Life had this stubborn habit of continuing even when your heart was on fire. People would still be showing up at the community centre this morning with their own storms, unaware that mine had finally broken.

“I will go in,” I said, surprising myself with certainty. “If I am going to make big decisions, I want to remember why my work matters to me. Not just run away from it because I am scared.”

I stood, my legs stiff from hours on the same cushion. The room swayed for a second, not from the storm but from fatigue. Caleb reached out instinctively, fingers grazing my wrist in support. I let my hand rest briefly over his before stepping away.

“I will take a quick shower,” I said. “There are clean towels in the bathroom cupboard. If you both want to... I do not know... get coffee or fight quietly or make a rota for who gets which side of the couch while I am gone, feel free.”

It was an attempt at lightness, and it earned me a huff of a laugh from Jonah and a ghost of a smile from Caleb. It was not much, but it was enough to carry me down the hallway.

In the bathroom mirror, I barely recognised myself. My eyes were shadowed, my hair a mess of waves escaping the messy bun I had shoved it into hours earlier. There was a faint line on my cheek from where I had rested my face against my hand at some point. I looked like someone who had been awake all night thinking impossible things.

Under the hot water, I let myself be just a body for a few minutes, not a counsellor, not a partner, not an almost. The spray beat against my shoulders, loosening the knots there, and I pressed my forehead to the cool tile, breathing slowly. The steam fogged up the small window, erasing the outside world.

In three weeks, I would sit in a hospital boardroom in another city and answer questions about crisis intervention models and staff burnout and my vision for how mental health support could be integrated into emergency settings. I would tell them about Greybridge, about the harbour town where people’s lives could tilt because of one bad storm, one lost job, one argument that went too far. I would talk about what it meant to stay. Maybe, I thought, I would also talk about what it meant to leave without abandoning.

When I stepped back into the living room, dressed in black jeans and a soft navy sweater, hair twisted into a loose knot, the scene had shifted. Caleb was standing at the counter, brewing fresh coffee, movements automatic. Jonah was by the bookshelf, head tilted as he read the titles.

He turned when he heard me. “You have three whole shelves of other people’s lives,” he said, a quiet observation. “No wonder you are good at holding everyone else’s.”

I shrugged, grabbing my bag from the hook by the door. “Maybe I am just avoiding my own,” I replied, but there was no real sting in it. It felt like an old joke between us.

Caleb handed me a travel mug, the metal warm in my hand. “There is a sandwich in your bag,” he said. “I threw it together while you were showering. Eat it between sessions, please.”

The gentle bossiness made my chest burn. “Yes, sir,” I said softly, and he rolled his eyes in fond exasperation.

Jonah picked up his camera bag from beside the armchair. “I will head to the harbour,” he said. “There is still flooding. They will be sandbagging and checking the boats. If it is okay with you, I might come by the centre later. I promised the director I would film the volunteers.”

It struck me that this was how it would look for the next few weeks: my days filled with other people’s emergencies and the edges of my life populated by two men who were both trying, in their own ways, not to push. It would be messy and awkward and full of small collisions. It would also, possibly, be the most honest stretch of my adult life.

“Okay,” I said. “I will see you both later.”

At the door, with my hand on the knob, I hesitated. They were standing close enough that I could see both of their faces in one glance. There was so much I wanted to say—promises I could not make yet, apologies that would ring hollow without decisions behind them.

Instead, I chose something smaller, something true.

“I am not doing this to punish either of you,” I said. “The waiting, the... space. I am doing it because if I choose, I want that choice to be clean. For you as much as for me.”

“We know,” Caleb said quietly.

“Just... do not forget that you are allowed to want things,” Jonah added. “Not just to manage everyone else’s.”

I nodded, throat thick, and opened the door. The corridor smelled like damp carpet and someone’s too-strong morning cologne. The building’s old fluorescent lights flickered slightly as they always did. It was almost offensive, how normal everything looked out here.

As I stepped onto the street, the air bit at my cheeks, cold and sharp, the kind that woke you up whether you wanted it to or not. Puddles gathered in the dips of the pavement, reflecting pieces of sky. The harbour in the distance was a blur of movement—people working together, shoring up what the storm had tried to undo.

I walked toward the community centre, travel mug warm in my hand, bag bouncing lightly against my hip, the letter in its envelope tucked into the inner pocket of my jacket. It rested over my heart like a small, steady weight.

The storm had not solved anything. It had not magically revealed the right answer. All it had done was trap us in a room long enough for the truth to stop hiding. That, I realised, might be enough. Clarity was rarely a flash of lightning. It was more often a series of small, uncomfortable mornings like this one, where you kept walking into your life while the bigger decisions waited inside your jacket pocket.

I did not know yet whether I would stay in Greybridge or go, whether my future would be built beside the man who had always stayed or the man who was finally willing to. What I did know, for the first time, was that the next chapter of my life would not be written by accident.

And that, I thought as I pushed open the community centre door and stepped into the familiar hum of voices and fluorescent light, might be the beginning of every real decision that mattered.
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Chapter 2 – The Day Everyone Needed Me At Once
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By mid-morning, the community centre smelled like burnt coffee and damp wool. The storm had left its fingerprints on everything, from the puddles people tracked in on their shoes to the way conversations stayed a little louder than usual, as if everyone needed to hear their own voices to prove the town was still intact. The fluorescent lights hummed overhead, casting the kind of flat glow that made everyone look a little more tired than they admitted.

I had not planned on telling anyone at work about my night. The centre was where other people’s stories took precedence. Mine usually sat in a quiet corner of my ribs, folded and placed aside while I listened. But the thing about working in a small-town community hub was that privacy was more concept than reality. People noticed when your smile was half a beat late.

“Storm got you too, huh?” Neil, the receptionist, said as I entered. He was in his usual chair behind the counter, curls still damp, shirt sleeves rolled haphazardly up his forearms. The phone was wedged between his ear and shoulder as he jotted something down on a pad. He mouthed one second at me while he listened to the person on the line, then rattled off information about emergency grocery vouchers for a family who’d lost power.

When he hung up, he eyed me more closely. “You look like you wrestled the storm personally,” he said, not unkindly.

“Just a long night,” I replied, shrugging out of my coat. Water slid off the hem onto the floor. “I can mop that up in a minute.”

He waved a hand. “Add it to the list of things we will get to when we magically grow three extra staff members,” he said. “Your first client is already here. Second-floor waiting room. She looked like she might bolt, so I bribed her with tea. You owe me.”

“Put it on my tab,” I said automatically. We shared the small, tired smile of people who had been doing this too long to pretend we were surprised by anything and yet still hoped to be.

The stairs creaked under my feet as I headed up. The waiting area at the top was narrow, two chairs pushed against one wall and a faded poster about coping with anxiety tacked crookedly beside them. A young woman sat in one of the chairs, twisting a soggy tissue between her fingers. Her hair was pulled into a ponytail that had mostly escaped its band, and the sleeves of her hoodie were pulled down over her hands.

“Hi, Kayla,” I said softly.

She looked up, eyes wide. We had only met once before, for the initial intake session, but I recognised that look—part skittish, part stubborn. People often arrived here at the exact point where their determination to handle things alone finally cracked.

“Hey,” she murmured. “I... wasn’t sure I should come today. With the storm and everything. It feels stupid to talk about my stuff when people’s houses are flooded and all.”

I sat down in the chair opposite her, adjusting so we were eye level. “Storms do not cancel out what you are going through,” I said. “They just give everyone something obvious to point at. Your stuff still matters. I am glad you came.”

She blinked rapidly, as if holding something in place. “Okay,” she said after a moment. “Then I guess we will talk.”

In my office, the heater rattled quietly under the window, working overtime against the damp. The small table between us held the usual props—tissues, the water jug, mugs—but I resisted the urge to fuss with them. Today, I did not need another delay. I needed to trust that the part of me that knew how to be present for someone else hadn’t washed away in last night’s rain.

“So,” I said gently once we were both seated, “last time we spoke, you said you felt like you were walking on eggshells at home. Has anything shifted since then?”

She hesitated, then exhaled hard. “My mum is still... my mum,” she said, lips twisting. “She cried for two hours about how I do not appreciate everything she sacrificed, and then she asked me if I wanted pancakes. My stepdad hasn’t spoken to me since I told him I’m not going to church on Sunday. My brother keeps asking if I am in trouble. So, you know. Fun times.”

We
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